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Abstract
Research reiterates the importance of implementing culturally responsive teaching and learning.
Today, African American students and their families are in critical need for schools and teachers
to support and implement characteristics of culturally responsive teaching and learning. The
regular, standard curriculum is not benefitting African American students, as they are unable to
make personal connections to their learning. In order to fully meet the needs of African
American students, it is imperative that the teaching methods and the curriculum taught
incorporate the cultural background and home lives of these students. It is important to note that
the teaching workforce is composed of white, middle-class women whose cultural backgrounds
differ greatly from the African American students they educate. It is also part of the educator’s
responsibility to remain positive and open to educating students who differ from their own
cultural background, so as to provide African American students the best environment in which
to learn and succeed.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Problem Statement
In spite of the best efforts of teachers and school districts around the country, African
American students still languish behind their white peers on a number of measures of school
success. On standardized assessments, African American students consistently perform below
their white peers; a particular concern is the ‘literacy gap,’ or their low reading achievement
(Ladson-Billings, 2006; Burstein & Cabello, 1989). In addition, African American students
experience high rates of school dropout, suspension, and expulsion (Ladson-Billings, 2000;
Vavrus, 2008; Frye & Vogt, 2010). Historically, African American students received the blame
for their low academic performance, but more recently poor school outcomes have been
attributed to a lack of equity in the educational system, or an ‘opportunity gap’(Burstein &
Cabello, 1989; Vavrus, 2008). That is, the educational system is not providing African American
students with what they need to succeed in their education. In an education system in which
nearly ninety percent of teachers identify themselves as white or caucasian (Vavrus, 2008),
African American students experience a mismatch between the culture of their homes, and the
culture of those who are responsible for developing curriculum and educating them (Burstein &
Cabello, 1989; Phuntsog, 1999; Vavrus, 2008). Thus, teachers need to learn how to effectively
implement culturally responsive methods and curriculum, so they are capable and efficient in
teaching African American students in more meaningful and effective ways. Aspects of
culturally responsive teaching include: ensuring that all students are held to the same high
expectations, creating welcoming and respectful classroom environments, and incorporating
students’ interests and cultural backgrounds within the curriculum being taught (Samuels, 2018).
This project will show how incorporating culturally relevant teaching and pedagogy can work to
narrow the opportunity gap for African American students.
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Importance and Rationale of the Project
Understanding the literacy gap is important because being able to read, connect with the
reading at hand, and comprehend what is read is the gateway to learning. African American
students have a more difficult time relating to the curriculum, in part because of the cultural
mismatch they experience regarding the cultural backgrounds of their white teachers (Burstein &
Cabello, 1989; Phuntsog, 1999; Vavrus, 2008). Culturally responsive teaching empowers
African American students to use as tools for learning their own funds of knowledge (Moll et al.,
1992), or the knowledge and skills developed in the course of their own experiences and in the
context of their own cultural environment. Incorporating culturally responsive teaching and
learning provides African American students a means to see themselves and their culture within
texts and curriculum, to make text-to-self as well as text-to-world connections. Culturally
responsive teaching sends African American students a positive message that their culture is an
important part of society (Bishop, 1990).
Without culturally responsive teaching it is likely that the already high numbers of school
dropouts, suspensions and expulsions (Ladson-Billings, 2000; Vavrus, 2008; Fry & Vogt, 2010)
of African American students will continue to grow. And, the low scores on standardized
assessments will not improve (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Burstein & Cabello, 1989), constraining
the academic growth of African American students as well as their enthusiasm to want to learn.
It is imperative that educators prepare African American students to use literacy skills in

real world situations (Au, 2007). Thus, it is important that educators be aware of the ways in
which cultural differences between themselves and their students play a significant role in their
efforts to educate African American students, who make up one of the largest cultural groups in
our schools (Phuntsog, 1999).
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Background of the Project
As of 1861, prior to the Emancipation Proclamation being signed, African Americans
were still considered slaves. It was illegal for African American slaves to know how to read or
write. There could be extreme circumstances, even death, if they were caught reading or writing,
however they continued to read, in secret. In 1872, Samuel Chapman Armstrong, had strong
views on the education of African American students. He took it upon himself to critique the
curriculum and materials being used for their education. He deemed that African American
students did not need to be taught math, but instead should receive life skills instruction, as it
was thought that African American students could not retain the information taught within the
math curriculum. Supporters of Armstrong’s beliefs on the education of African American
students quickly grew and a curriculum was developed. This curriculum did not contain the
subjects of math, science or much reading material relevant to this time in history. It is also
important to note that the curriculum of Armstrong and his supporters used false and unfavorable
visuals of the African American population (Harmon, 2012).
White southerners had the belief that African American were not able to be educated the
way in which white children could be and hoped that the desire for African Americans to be
educated would diminish with time. In 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson deemed it constitutional to have
separate but equal facilities for Blacks and Whites, including separate schools for African
American and White children. Many of the teachers who taught in the African American schools
of the south, consisted of African American teachers who came from the North and African
Americans who had been freed. African Americans believed that the ability to read and write
was their protection from being enslaved again (Harmon, 2012).
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As African American schools grew across the South, they provided instruction on all of
the subjects, even math and science instruction. Educators at these schools understood the
cultural backgrounds of the students and implemented these characteristics into the daily
instruction. African American students were so eager to learn that they often skipped going out
to play when recess came. Furthermore, historical documents confirm that African American
schools had good attendance rates and the students understood the curriculum being taught, as
their teachers incorporated culturally responsive teaching and critical thinking skills. When the
Union soldiers left the South, African American schools declined and were taken over by the
White schools. Those that weren’t taken over right away were vandalized as the soldiers had
been protecting the schools (Harmon, 2012). This left educators in the South two choices, leave
teaching or migrate to the Northern states.
Teachers who migrated north, took jobs in schools that were part of the segregated
communities of the African American population. Although these schools had their own
curriculum, African American teachers believed it best to continue their practices involving
culturally responsive teaching. They also focused on building relationships among their students
and families, as well as in the communities in which they lived and worked. Schools
experienced parent and family involvement, but the funding for schools, compared to other
communities, was still not equitable (Harmon, 2012).
In 1954 the Supreme Court ruled that separate schooling for Blacks and Whites was
unconstitutional, in the case of Brown v. Board of Education (Booker Baker, 2005; Vavrus,
2008). Within this same year, President Lyndon Johnson signed into law the 1964 Civil Rights
Act. This stated that it was now law that Blacks and Whites were able to enter the same public
businesses, establishments and public housing and not worry about being denied entry.
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Furthermore, there was a growing awareness by the public of how African American students
were experiencing cultural discontinuity with regards to their schooling experience (Vavrus,
2008).
As the civil rights movement continued into the 1970’s, school desegregation became a
main focus point within the cities of the northern United States (Ladson-Billings, 2000).
Activists during this pivotal time in history argued that the public school system framed their
curriculum to benefit the white student population and therefore ignored the educational needs of
the African American students (Vavrus, 2008). Other situations regarding desegregated
schooling focused on the struggle with long-distance bussing, (Ladson-Billings, 2000; Booker
Baker 2005) and students experiencing school closures and riots (Booker Baker, 2005).
The civil rights movement has helped introduce new ways to restructure the
implementation of culturally responsive teaching, which is to essentially transform the traditional
schooling experience and for schools to provide and demonstrate more democratic practices
(Vavrus, 2008). The overall understanding of culturally responsive teaching is to provide
African American students, schools and teachers who have widened their cultural understanding
with regards to how they personally feel about their own beliefs and desire to work toward the
change of the traditional curriculum to meet the needs of African American students (Vavrus,
2008).
Fast forward to the 1980’s and 1990’s when culturally responsive teaching began with its
initial implementation since the civil rights movement. Culturally responsive teaching and
learning requires that teachers remain sensitive, knowledgeable and responsive to the issues
regarding African American students, as there is historical evidence that the African American
community has experienced great marginalization (Vavrus, 2008). As of the 21st century,
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African American students are still “among the estimated 1.2 million students who drop out of
high school every year (and) graduation rates hover around 50%” (Vavrus, 2008, Pg. 51).
Experts in the field have discovered that by the age of eight, African American youth and their
desire to want to learn, as well as, their levels of self-efficacy greatly diminish as the regular
communication between home and school life decreases. Culturally responsive teaching is one
solution to this very critical issue (Vavrus, 2008).

Statement of Purpose
The author will create a professional development presentation for staff and faculty
regarding culturally responsive teaching and pedagogy. The purpose of this experience is for
participants to examine the historical framework of the education of African American students,
understand the characteristics of culturally responsive teaching, become more aware of their own
personal beliefs and attitudes, self-reflect on their own teaching practices, and evaluate
curriculum through a culturally responsive lens.
The author’s purpose is to inspire a shift in teacher attitudes and in the curriculum such
that culturally responsive teaching practices are embraced following an opportunity to apply a
supported, culturally responsive approach to a read-aloud lesson with participants’ own students.

Objectives of the Project
Teachers of African American students can implement culturally responsive teaching to
address the educational needs of this student population, which will help to raise their literacy
achievement rates. In order to do so, teachers will learn to:
1) Positively impact African American students with the incorporation of literacy
materials that reflect the backgrounds of the African American community and
culture.
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2) Engage in self-reflection regarding the cultural values reflected in their teaching.
3) Gain insight into their own biases that may negatively impact the success of
African American students.
4) Describe and implement the process of culturally responsive teaching.
a) Create a culturally accepting classroom environment.
b) Bridge students’ home lives and school lives together.

Definition of Terms
Cultural Competence: A teacher’s or student’s capability of being able to understand others
and communicate effectively with the members in their family and their cultural community.
(Ladson-Billings, 2000).
Cultural Discontinuity: A mismatch between the teacher’s beliefs and the beliefs of his/her
students. It can cause negative or ill-informed beliefs on the part of the teacher. These beliefs
can cause African American students to receive less positive academic support and send a
message to the students that their culture and background is not valued, which, in turn, may
result in poor academic performance. (Barnes, 2006).
Culturally Responsive Literacy: Literacy instruction and resources that represent the values
and traditions of the student populations being taught. Such texts can connect the learning
students do at school with their learning and experience from home. (Jones-Goods, 2019).
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy: Incorporates a student’s cultural background and challenges
students to work toward developing a critical consciousness that questions the validity of the
knowledge around them and therefore students will be able to experience success within their
academics, while still holding true to their cultural identity. (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
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Culturally Responsive Teaching: An approach to teaching that sets students up for success by
incorporating tasks and resources that are intertwined with their cultural background, therefore
making students more comfortable in their learning environment (Au, 2007). Academic tasks
should be engaging so that students want to learn (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
Cultural Scaffolding: Educators who incorporate learning environments that are culturally
responsive and caring of others’ backgrounds are implementing cultural scaffolding (Gay, 2002).
Literacy Achievement Gap: The difference in achievement levels among students of varying
background and ethnicities, often measured at a state or national level by performance on
standardized assessments. In the case of African American students, their performance is,
historically, lower than that of some other groups, and may be interpreted from a deficit
perspective as the result of something lacking in the student or the students’ home.
Opportunity Gap: An interpretation of the difference in achievement between groups of
students, not as the result of students’ or families’ failures to meet expectations, but as the failure
of schools to provide accessible, relevant curriculum and to assess learning in culturally sensitive
ways.

Scope of the Project
The purpose of this project is to help K-8 teachers learn about and implement culturally
responsive teaching and pedagogy in their classrooms. This project will provide a professional
development experience on culturally responsive teaching and pedagogy for K-8 school teachers
and staff members. Participants will incorporate aspects of African American students’ cultures
and backgrounds into a read-aloud lesson to help African American students become more
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confident, engaged and invested in their school instruction, and to demonstrate their own
knowledge and skills.
The research of Gay and Kirkland (2003) has demonstrated how teachers might respond
when faced with uncomfortable situations and topics: 1) distract focus away from conversation
that is focused on culturally responsive teaching, 2) undervalue the emphasis on the topics raised
dealing with issues such as race and 3) deny that race or cultural factors are important factors to
recieving and pushing for equal education.
Teachers who have any of the above factors as part of their beliefs, may skew the
outcome of the professional development. However, it is also possible that the professional
development material can help these teachers realize their biases, the importance of
self-reflection, and bridging home and school lives together.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction
Historically, African American students have been performing at lower academic rates
than their white peers and have disengaged from the schools they attend (Vavrus, 2008). This
review of literature will explore research that demonstrates how the incorporation of culturally
responsive teaching will address closing, or narrowing, the opportunity gap that so many African
American students experience. This literature review will begin with an explanation of theories,
applicable to culturally responsive teaching with attention to perspectives that encourage
educators and learners to critically critique the curriculum, with respect to how African
American students are positioned. This chapter concludes with a summary of the main
discussion points important to how schools and educators can help to narrow the opportunity gap
with culturally responsive methods.

Theory and Rationale
Critical Race Theory
Culturally responsive teaching has strong roots in discussing and exploring Critical Race
Theory. The tenets of Critical Race Theory are: (1) relations to the topic of race are accepted as a
normal part of our daily lives and practices, 2) it is important to listen and learn from those who
have experienced racism, 3) although social justice is an important part of culturally responsive
teaching and Critical Race Theory it is important to understand that not all issues can be
resolved, and 4) it is important for those who seek racial justice to work towards it, ideally with
the help of others (Harmon, 2012). The Critical Race Theory encourages the examination and
review of educational curriculum by those who will essentially be the learners of the curriculum
(Harmon, 2012). A component of Critical Race Theory is understanding what others, like
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African Americans, have endured during their life experiences (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) and
working to comprehend and understand the importance and work to change the outcomes for the
future. Critical Race Theory continues its ties with education as many scholars use Critical Race
Theory to further understand matters that pertain to topics such as multicultural education and
arguments over the curriculum being implemented (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).
Critical Consciousness
Critical consciousness encourages students to take part in real-world learning situations
(Ladson-Billings, 1995). As part of this real-world learning, it is imperative for African
American students to study social and historical topics, so that they may gain and develop
multiple lenses and viewpoints on a multitude of social and historical issues and events
(Ladson-Billings, 1995). This is an example of “community problem solving” (Ladson-Billings,
1995, Pg. 162), a process in which students develop awareness and critical thinking to critique
what they see as inequitable, and build imagination and self-efficacy to determine how they can
invoke change. It is the goal of both critical consciousness and culturally responsive teaching
that students are able to evaluate the world around them, such as the curriculum taught or
cultural or social norms (Ladson-Billings, 1995). In order to fully achieve critical consciousness,
it is critical to stand firm about one’s beliefs and to find evidence within the learning and
curriculum and apply this knowledge to future change (Freire, 1970).
Social Cognitive Theory
Self-efficacy is believing in one’s potential to carry out and achieve the elements of a
given task (Kelly, et al., 2015), which is an important aspect of culturally responsive teaching.
Students and educators must believe that they are able to produce high results and impact from
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their actions (Kelly, et al., 2015). If students’ cultural beliefs and backgrounds are not valued
within the curriculum and teaching methods, students will receive the message that they are not
important, which will diminish their interest in their academic success. Students come to school
having varied experiences that make up their “funds of knowledge” or the connections they have
to their cultural and historical backgrounds and experiences (Moll et al., 1992) as well as the
“connection between the children’s literacy experiences at home and at school” (Au, 1998, Pg.
312). These cultural and historical events can serve as a meaningful way to connect to a
students’ “ prior knowledge, add to existing schema, and build upon current cognitive
frameworks” (Kelly, et al., 2015, Pg. 296). For example, if students within a classroom share
knowledge about similar topics, such as making and/or selling candy (Moll, et al. 1992), teachers
are able to incorporate this aspect, from the students’ funds of knowledge, and connect the topic
to other academic learning. Therefore, when a student is able to apply his or her prior
knowledge or funds of knowledge about a subject or specific topic, within a subject, the easier it
will be to learn, as the students use prior knowledge as a building block to their understanding of
new information.

Literature Review Introduction
The next few sections will further explain the core aspects of culturally responsive
teaching, such as adopting culturally responsive literacy materials, connecting students’ home
lives and school lives, and incorporating culturally responsive instruction in the classroom. The
aspects discussed here are ways of enacting culturally responsive teaching that research has
deemed critical in changing the educational outcomes of African American students.
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Creating a Culturally Accepting Classroom Environment
When creating a classroom environment educators must incorporate several different
aspects. It is important for teachers to be color aware and provide reading materials for the
populations present within their classrooms. To further provide an understanding and value of
the students, it is critical that teachers spend meaningful time getting to know their students on a
personal level. Most educators develop a community or family-like bond with the students. It is
important then for teachers to further understand how they feel about the students they are
educating. Through creating a culturally accepting classroom environment, educators validate
the students they teach and work to maintain the cultural backgrounds and identities of these
students (Powell, Cantrell, Rightmyer, 2013). The next few subsections will provide further
information on how educators and school staff can further incorporate these characteristics.
Building Relationships
Teachers interested in building culturally responsive environments, strive to learn about
their students' lives and interests outside of the school day so that they are able to make strong
connections to the curriculum (Powell, Cantrell & Rightmyer, 2013), develop relationships with
students demonstrated by respectful interactions, and also demonstrate awareness of, and respect
for, any differences between a student’s home language and standard language taught in school
(Brown, 2003; Samuels, 2018). When educators are able to build a knowledge base from
students’ prior experiences, it makes the learning process more engaging, as students would
likely be able to use prior knowledge with their new learning (Muniz, 2019). Brown-Jeffy and
Cooper (2011) state that it is imperative for educators to learn about the culture of the homes and
communities of students who are of a different background than themselves.
Along with learning about students’ cultural backgrounds, it is also important to figure
out how they best learn. Jackson (1993/1994) states that it is important for educators to
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understand the language, learning preferences, beliefs, and values of their students.
Incorporating these aspects of a students’ background will likely increase their engagement and
their understanding and success of the lesson being taught. The interactions that teachers have
with students are a key component that is likely to determine if students, specifically African
American students, will experience academic success in school (Vavrus, 2008).
Examples of Relationship Building
Brown (2003) conducted a study of thirteen urban educators, who focused on caring for
students, from across seven U.S. cities. When asked to describe how they worked to build
relationships with their students and learn about their families, one of the participants, Jeff,
responded with the fact that teachers are there to teach students, not the curriculum.
Furthermore, it is important to get to know his students outside of the classroom and learn about
their interests, likes, and family background. Jeff states, “I try to get to know as many kids as
possible on a personal level” (Brown, 2003, Pg. 278). Getting to know the students on a
personal level and learning about family background, is just one example of forming
relationships. This information can be reflected in a teacher’s lesson plans, which reflects
culturally responsive teaching methods.
Through these elements of culturally responsive methods, educators are demonstrating to
students, specifically African American students, that they are noticed and appreciated. As part
of Brown’s (2003) research, he interviewed K-8 African American students. These students
stated the importance of creating meaningful, more personal relationships with their teachers.
The African American students interviewed appreciated when their teacher demonstrated caring
attitudes and established classroom environments with a community or family-type atmosphere.
Recognizing, valuing and implementing characteristics of race and culture is an impactful
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stepping stone in creating a safe environment for students to feel accepted and associated with
their teacher and classmates (Wanless & Crawford, 2016).
Research from Jackson (1993/1994) focuses on ways that teachers are able to build
relationships with their students. Participants within this study state that these methods helped
them to build stronger relationships with their students. Jackson offers the following strategies
to help educators build relationships with their students: 1) learning the proper and correct
pronunciations of each student’s name, 2) Ask students to research about their family or ethnic
backgrounds, and 3) Ask students about their siblings, where their ancestors migrated from, what
occupations are held in their family, or any special customs they have, that they would like to
share that represent their cultural background. Participants have noted that these types of
activities, when implemented into the classroom, provide a non-threatening way for students to
share their appreciation for their cultural backgrounds, as well as the cultural backgrounds of
their peers.
Lastly, it is imperative that culturally responsive educators become color aware, or to put
more simply, to intentionally educate students about different cultures and races. African
American students are able to see that they are physically different from their teachers and peers.
Culturally responsive teachers need to be aware of any biases they may have when they meet
their students. The race of the students should not be ignored, as this sends a message to learners
that they are not valued and accepted (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011). To become an educator
who truly accepts students from culturally different backgrounds, one must incorporate and
implement a multicultural dedication in regards to the ethics of equity and cultural diversity
(Vavrus, 2008). This informs learners that they are valued in their learning environment
(Wanless & Crawford, 2016).
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Teacher Self-Reflection
As educators want to provide their students with the best learning experience and
learning environment, it is important for educators to take into account their own learning. In
becoming a culturally responsive educator, it is imperative for teachers to have a critical
understanding of their own ethnic background and to want to understand the backgrounds of
other cultures (Graybill, 1997) and incorporate aspects of their own cultural backgrounds and
experiences into the curriculum being taught (Gay, 2002). Gay (2002) refers to this as cultural
scaffolding. Not only does this involve incorporating aspects of their own lives, but educators
must especially be willing to become more educated on the topics of the values, beliefs and
lifestyles (Graybill, 1997) of others, such as the backgrounds and cultures of African American
students. Most importantly, it is crucial that educators also understand how their feelings
towards other cultures could impact the teaching, learning, and behaviors that occur within their
classrooms (Gay & Kirkland, 2003).
To help educators enhance their self-reflection practices, on a regular basis for the most
impact (Vavrus, 2008), and to make the experience more meaningful, Kozleski (2010) posits that
writing in a journal about autobiographical information about oneself can be reflective, as well
as, writing about interactions educators have throughout their day. This will provide educators
with a direct way to reflect and examine the beliefs and assumptions they hold that are creating
negative opinions and stereotypes in their teaching (Samuels, 2018). Barnes (2006) conducted a
study with a group of pre-service teachers, however the data is also applicable to in-service
teachers. Barnes found through her research that educators benefited from learning about their
own attitudes and mindsets about diversity. The pre-service teachers also attended small
reflection groups with their colleagues. This allowed everyone the opportunity to talk about the
importance of self-reflection, as it relates to culturally responsive teaching. When educators are
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able to accomplish this, there is a greater chance that they are able to understand the perspectives
of others and work toward cultural competence. With this knowledge, Barnes also relates the
findings about self-reflection and how participating in self-reflection can be the first step in
processing change in an educator's beliefs and attitudes.
Self-Reflection in Action
Cunningham (2001) conducted interviews with educators about their dispositions in
regards to teaching diverse populations. The participants responded with answers of feeling
uncomfortable, not being prepared, lacking the knowledge base to teach other cultural
backgrounds and unsure about how to teach students whose first language differs from theirs.
Cunningham (2001) addresses these issues with the act of self-reflection for teachers. Educators
must be truthful through their self-reflection process so that they are able to categorize their
concerns as part of their interactional ways or if they are seen as issues within society. As a
result of this discussion with teachers, it motivated changes to how the teachers planned and
delivered the students’ instruction. For instance, lessons opened up to expand studying other
cultures and another lesson brought personal aspects of students’ home lives into the discussion.
Vavrus (2008) posits that educators need to evaluate their personal beliefs and knowledge
base pertaining to their own cultural backgrounds and identity. The act of self-reflection for
educators is an imperative step to help teachers learn and develop a knowledge base of their
thoughts and beliefs (Vaughan, 2019). Through self-reflection, educators are able to develop
stronger relationships with their students who are culturally different from themselves (Phuntsog,
1999).
Furthermore, it is imperative that educators and other school staff members be cognizant
of their professional values, beliefs and biases, which may require the need for adjustments,
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which would require educators to establish a set of plans to carry out these goals (Vavrus, 2008).
Working with African American students, it is critical that educators are in tune with the cultural
beliefs and biases that they hold. It is important for educators to understand that the cultural
backgrounds and differences that students carry with them could make it possible that the
responses of teachers could play a critical role in impacting learners’ self esteem and/or
academic success (Brown, 2007). Through self-reflection, teachers can work to provide their
students, who are likely culturally different from them, a welcoming environment to learn within.
A component of culturally responsive teaching, along with self-reflection, is providing an
equitable learning environment for African American students. With providing an equitable
learning environment educators are learners themselves, in accepting that the educational system
and communities are becoming more diverse (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011). Through this
acceptance of cultural diversity and implementing personal self-reflection habits, educators and
students are on the right path to implementing culturally responsive methods to enhance
students’ learning and overall well-being.
Culturally Responsive Literacy Materials
Furthermore, creating a culturally accepting classroom environment incorporates what
students, parents, and school staff will see as they come in and become part of the environment.
It is important that the literature materials showcase the student population of the classroom, as
this is an important aspect of creating a culturally responsive community (Hall, 2008). A
classroom environment that demonstrates cultural responsiveness recognizes the backgrounds of
the students and provides relevant materials. Classrooms will also provide students with
materials, such as a reading library, that incorporates African American culture. Providing
several books about a specific culture provides validation and acceptance (Hall, 2008). When
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students can make connections to the materials provided, is when higher level learning takes
place and a community is built (Montgomery, 2001; Hall, 2008). When children are able to read
about and see characters that resemble themselves in the reading materials, they are more likely
to feel important, valued and accepted in their environment. Bishop (1990) explains the
importance of providing African American students with literature that depicts their culture as an
important part of society. The reading materials provided for African American students is a
critical task, as the goal is to have these books mirror the lives of the students. African American
students should be able to view aspects of their culture in these materials and reflect on their
experiences to further their reading.
Real-World Literacy Experiences
Jones-Goods (2019) demonstrated a connection between reading materials used within
the classroom and a student’s cultural background by creating a bridge between their home life
and school life. Participants were provided with reading material in which the students were able
to recognize their own cultural background. Data results further show positive evidence of
connecting or bridging the home lives and school lives of African American students. The
results of the data state that students displayed enthusiasm in their literacy learning when they
were able to connect their academic learning, with vocabulary terms, with that of their home life.
Again, this demonstrates that students are able to use their prior knowledge and build upon it
through culturally responsive teaching and learning. This evidence shows that students feel
validated when they are exposed to reading materials with characters that resemble themselves,
otherwise students would become disengaged in their literacy studies.
Research from Morrow and Young (1996) focuses on the impact of providing families
with supplemental, culturally responsive literacy materials. It was important for teachers in this
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study to learn about the families and how they already incorporated any type of literacy learning
in the home, prior to engaging with this study. Through this study, teachers were able to provide
families with culturally relevant and sensitive materials and provide them with strategies for
incorporating literacy learning in their homes.
As part of incorporating daily literacy practices into their homes, families were provided
with the suggestion of storytelling. In other words, they were encouraged to tell stories about
family experiences to their school aged children. They were also encouraged to read to their
children and listen to them read, as well. Furthermore, teachers sent home literacy materials for
use at home. One resource that is of importance and interest is the Highlights for Children
magazine. The particular issues that were sent home to families incorporated culturally
responsive reading material. These magazines provided students and their families with
non-threatening reading experiences and a means for reading about their own cultural
backgrounds, and experiencing characters that resembled themselves. Participant, Tameka, was
pleased to see a biography of Ray Charles in one of the Highlights magazines for her daughter,
as it displayed relevant reading material that related to their own cultural background.
The results of this reading program demonstrated that participants, along with their
children, experienced success in their child’s reading achievement. Through providing culturally
responsive reading material, encouraging families to spend time with one another and connecting
home and school together both students and families experienced success with the incorporation
of culturally responsive literacy materials within their homes. By providing learners with
effective, culturally diverse and accepting materials, educators are providing learners with a
learning space where students are able to experience academic success (Cunningham, 2001).
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Furthermore, culturally responsive educators must make careful decisions as to what to
incorporate into their learning environments. The materials, bulletin board displays, reading
materials and any other supplemental materials need to reflect the cultures and backgrounds
represented in their classroom (Graybill, 1997). When educators and other school staff members
implement these strategies and methods, they are providing African American students the
validation that they belong, have the right to experience academic success and the public
acceptance of their cultural identity (Phuntsog, 1999). When a more equitable learning model is
implemented, African American students will be able to experience acceptance, meaningful
instruction and academic success.

Bridging the Gap Between Home and School
Through the above mentioned strategies such as, creating a culturally accepting
environment with creating meaningful relationships, learning about students’ backgrounds and
cultures and providing learners with culturally relevant pedagogy, educators can further enhance
their students’ success and achievement and eagerness to learn through creating strong
connections between the home life and school lives of African American students (Au, 2007).
Research from Brown (2003) states how one educator establishes home and school connections
for his students. Pete, one of the participants, takes time in the first few weeks of the school year
to incorporate social games to build rapport with students and to spend time building trust with
the families of his students.
Powell, Cantrell & Rightmyer (2013) posits the importance of using students’ and their
families' knowledge and resources for use within the learning curriculum. By using resources
that value the background of African American culture, educators are cementing the instruction
and curriculum of students and their families. This provides further validation to students and
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their families that they are valued and accepted in the schooling community, which in turn may
increase parent or family involvement and communication.
As building relationships with students at the beginning of the school year is important, it
is also important to build relationships with the families of students. Some ways in which
educators can do this are through sending welcome letters home to families and making phone
calls home, however sometimes it may take creative, culturally sensitive measures on part of the
teacher so that families are truly included (Jackson, 1993/1994; Muniz, 2019). It is important to
get feedback from parents and caregivers about their child so that educators may learn about the
student’s strengths and weaknesses or what some of their interests might be. It is possible that
teachers can implement these ideas into lessons throughout the school year (Jackson, 1993/1994;
Powell, Cantrell, & Rightmyer, 2013).
Through valuing and caring for the relationships between students and their families,
another important aspect of incorporating culturally responsive teaching and learning is through
incorporating the backgrounds and experiences of the students into the curriculum. Educators
should work to incorporate classroom visits from African American members of the community
and family members, when it is meaningful to the topic of study. These visitors can talk about
their cultural experiences, what they do for a living, or provide historical background on an event
that they experienced, depending on the age of the students (Jackson, 1993/1994;
Ladson-Billings, 1995).
Furthermore, teachers should research and plan ways to incorporate aspects of students’
backgrounds and cultures within every subject. For instance, African American students could
focus on figures in society who worked for social justice/change to society during their lifetime.
These small changes to the curriculum are opportunities for both students and teachers to learn
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together. These changes in curriculum also validate that African American students are noticed
and accepted (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011). A more specific idea from research, suggests
incorporating students’ home lives into the curriculum, comes from Ladson-Billings (1995).
Ladson-Billings (1995) posits that educators from her study incorporated rap lyrics into the
language arts curriculum. These lyrics, of course appropriate to school, were incorporated into
the second grade language arts curriculum, with a focus on poetry but more specifically focused
on figurative language. This demonstrates how educators are able to build bridges between a
students’ home life and school life. These students were already comfortable and familiar with
the lyrics and were able to experience and build new learning from prior knowledge.

Classroom Examples
Research from Bui and Fagan (2013) focuses on incorporating culturally familiar reading
tasks. When students read both a culturally familiar reading passage and an unfamiliar reading
passage, the comprehension of both can be measured to determine if providing a culturally
familiar reading passage is effective to culturally responsive instruction. The researchers worked
with a group of students in the fifth grade, who came from culturally diverse backgrounds, the
goal was to determine if their reading comprehension would be enhanced through culturally
familiar reading passages. The results from this study support the work of culturally responsive
teaching, or enhancing the curriculum with connections to students’ cultural backgrounds.
Research from Kelly, Siwatu, Tost, and Martinez (2015) also focuses on the study of
providing students with culturally familiar reading tasks. From a literacy lens, when students are
exposed to a culturally familiar reading task, one that requires them to use their prior knowledge,
compared to a culturally unfamiliar reading task, the data showed that the culturally familiar
reading task had an immense effect on students. As a result, students experienced an increase
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with their reading ability and increased levels of self-efficacy (Kelley, et al, 2015). This is in
part because students are able to “activate their sociocultural knowledge (and) use (it) as a
foundation for interpreting the story” (Kelly et al, 2015, Pg. 303) being read. It is believed that if
African American students are able to achieve this type of success with their reading skills
through culturally responsive curriculum, that this same level of achievement will positively
impact their academic performance in other subjects as well (Kelly, et al, 2015). This type of
academic success and achievement provides African American students with further inspiration
that they are capable of academic success.
The results from these research studies confirms that there is a connection between
bridging the home lives and school lives of students from cultural backgrounds. In doing so it
supports the idea that culturally responsive teaching connects a student’s cultural experiences to
school. This confirms that students will be able to use their prior knowledge within their
academic learning. Set your students up for success by allowing them to have access to their
personal experiences in order for them to have roots planted for their new learning experiences.

The Realm of Culturally Responsive Teaching
Culturally responsive teaching has many different components that work together to set
African American students up for success in their education. This section will discuss the
aspects of how culturally responsive teaching is incorporated into the daily instruction of the
classroom. The next few subsections incorporate important aspects of what culturally responsive
teaching entails and how best to demonstrate these skills.

Direct and Clear Communication
When working with African American students it is important that educators provide
students with instructions that are very precise and to the point, the goal is to provide students
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with a clear expectation of what it is they are to do and how (Cramer & Bennett, 2015). When
communicating with African American students, it is the responsibility of the teacher to have
effective interactions and work diligently to ensure that there are no misunderstandings due to
any language difference. In order for teachers to be successful and effective they must also have
strong listening skills to implement effective communication with students and their families
(Brown, 2003).
Research from Brown (2003) explicitly states that eleven of the thirteen educators, of
African American students, state that they implement “assertive behaviors” and that they find the
assertive aspects imperative to define their authority and also to establish and keep “a
business-like learning atmosphere” (Pg. 279). This business-like atmosphere will help in
maintaining the necessary flow of teaching and learning and is likely to keep students focused
academically. Maintaining an assertive stance aides in the process of creating and enforcing
clear and direct learning expectations, enforcing classroom rules, and behavioral expectations
(Brown, 2003). African American students require educators who have established and enforce
both behavioral and academic expectations for their success (Brown, 2003). A critical part of
why educators demonstrate an assertive stance with African American students is that it displays
the teacher’s “confidence in asking for and receiving students’ cooperation” (Brown, 2003, Pg.
280).

High Expectations
It is important for African American students to understand the expectations their
teachers have for them and the critical role their engagement and participation plays in their
education (Samuels, 2018). It is also important that African American students put forth their
best effort and achieve at high levels (Muniz, 2019). Ladson-Billings (1995), through her
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research has observed many educators that are deemed culturally responsive in their instructional
practices. One of her participants, Anne, recognized a way to illustrate the high expectations
requested of her students. Anne recognized that the African American boys in her class
possessed a type of social influence and power. She took this opportunity to challenge the boys,
by addressing issues and ideas that were important and meaningful to them. The boys were able
to take on a leadership role in the learning that took place. In the process of allowing the boys
this opportunity in their learning, Anne also saw the rest of the students develop positive
attitudes and eventually, they also incorporated similar behaviors such as the boys did.
Research from Jiang, Annis and Lim (2016) followed first year teachers within urban
school settings. One area of study focused on the classroom management of these first year
educators. It is important to note that throughout this study all participants had to readjust or
modify their classroom management strategies. Although they worked for most of the school
year to achieve the strategies that worked, they did not give up. They came to the understanding
that being consistent with their classroom management, keeping students engaged in their
learning, application of positive redirection and establishing classroom community were key to
setting high expectations for the students. Participants demonstrated consistency with following
through on classroom routine, which in turn showed positive results in students following the
classroom routines and taking responsibility for their behaviors. Participants also verbally
communicated the expectations for the students and this resulted with students being active
listeners and understanding any consequences that would occur, regarding the classroom
routines, if they chose not to follow the expectations.
Whereas educators have historically demonstrated lower expectations for African
American students than for their white peers (Burstein & Cabello, 1989; Vavrus, 2008) culturally
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responsive educators encourage African American students to recognize their individual talents
and the potential they have to succeed (Powell, Cantrell & Rightmyer, 2013). As noted earlier,
the beliefs and expectations of educators have the potential to influence African American
students. Therefore, the expectations educators set for learners need to impact students
positively, so that they are able to experience high rates of success and engagement (Graybill,
1997; Kozleski, 2010). Students should spend much of the instructional day engaged,
discussing, and questioning the topics in their instruction in order to work on understanding the
material at hand. Furthermore, when students are actively participating, questioning and
discussing there is a greater chance that their achievement levels are continually improving
(Vavrus, 2008).
Samuels (2018) posits that students have the opportunity to discuss and engage in
meaningful topics, which will increase their ability to remain open-minded. However, there may
be times when students are struggling to understand and it is part of an educator’s profession to
provide students with the support they need in order to successfully achieve (Graybill, 1997).
One way to help African American students reach high standards of learning and achievement is
by displaying the standard(s) being focused on. Referencing them and communicating what they
mean is also an important technique. This will demonstrate to students that they are capable of
meeting the standards being addressed (Powell, Cantrell, & Rightmyer, 2013). Not only should
students have high expectations set forth from their teachers, but teachers should hold themselves
accountable to meet their personal and professional expectations for the content they teach and
the students they encounter.
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Daily Classroom Instruction
Although clear and direct communication and setting high expectations for African
American students are important aspects of creating and maintaining a culturally responsive
classroom, it is also important to focus on the daily instruction aspects and how best to
incorporate culturally responsive pedagogy. To reiterate, culturally responsive educators learn
from and about their students’ cultural backgrounds in order to help African American students
with their academic learning (Phuntsog, 1999; Ladson-Billings, 1995). It is also important to
review why culturally responsive teaching has become important in the educational setting.
Introduction
Culturally responsive teaching has come about because the traditional teaching methods
and curriculum have proven to be ineffective for African American students, who typically come
from minority backgrounds and require that their education include aspects of their cultural
background (Vavrus, 2008). Furthermore, by implementing culturally responsive classrooms and
instructional practices, educators are providing the opportunity for students to hold on to their
cultural customs and backgrounds, but are still providing them with opportunities to achieve
academic success (Au, 2007) and critical thinking skills.
Examples of Daily Instruction
Furthermore, Barnes (2006) followed pre-service teachers in their field placements.
Participants were able to depict the types of reading materials that students were interested in,
understand the interests and attitudes of students, and build a greater appreciation for
communication with their students’ families. These examples show that when educators take the
time to recognize and implement aspects and characteristics from students’ cultural backgrounds
and home lives, these implementations will further impact the learning environment and
instructional process in a positive manner. This, too, can be effective with in-service educators.
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Culturally responsive instruction and teaching challenges educators and students to
become critical thinkers, social activists, and have the ability to use multiple lenses to view and
discuss potentially problematic situations in the curriculum that require “higher order thinking
and critical inquiry” (Aceves & Orosco, 2014, Pg. 11). It is important for educators to
incorporate important discussion topics, such as race and social justice. Furthermore students
should work toward being able to apply different lenses to their learning, such as a social justice
lens, to gain perspective and deliberate delicate events in history and current events taking place
(Wanless & Crawford, 2016) to become critical thinkers and readers who are able to apply what
they have read and learned to real world contexts. Culturally responsive teachers assist and act
as mediators when students arrive at events in history that offer an unfair perspective toward
African American history. Culturally responsive educators work with students to discuss these
instances of negative portrayal with knowledge that is relevant to the context (Ladson-Billings,
1992). The curriculum used within culturally responsive classrooms should reflect the student
population within that environment.
However, it is also important for students to be able to discuss topics from multiple
viewpoints and understand how others interpret the material, as well. Furthermore, culturally
responsive educators need to specifically demonstrate how students should “question, consult
original material, (and) connect content to their own lives” (Kozleski, 2010, Pg. 6). For when
educators incorporate culturally responsive pedagogy it provides validation to our students of
African American background and this public acceptance of their heritage will enhance their
ability to succeed academically (Jimenez, 2013).
Culturally responsive educators conduct their classrooms to provide an environment that
allows all students to feel welcome, valued, and supported. This type of environment is,

36

therefore, accepting and open to the discussions, with student input, that pertains to subject
topics that allow for several viewpoints, (Vavrus, 2008) as students are learning through different
lenses learners will understand to be open-minded and accepting to the viewpoints of their peers
and to keep away from unproductive comments and sarcasm. This is important because within
culturally responsive classrooms, teachers may ask students to engage in several different types
of learning methods, such as cooperative learning, where students are grouped together and are
asked to incorporate their ideas and where effective problem-solving skills may be required to
complete the work. It is imperative that students are able to share their ideas and have their
classmates provide good listening skills and productive feedback (Vavrus, 2008).
Ladson-Billings (1995) further states that as students work together it is important for students to
“learn collaboratively, teach each other, and be responsible for each other’s learning” (Pg. 163).
This demonstrates and validates that what African American learners think and say are important
to the classroom community.
Ladson-Billings (1992) has done extensive research with culturally responsive teaching
and observing teachers of African American students. Culturally responsive educators can be of
any cultural background, it is not necessary for these educators to be from the African American
community. This is clear from a participant, Anne Lewis, from the research of Ladson-Billings
(1992). In observing Anne Lewis, Ladson-Billings notices the reading text used for the current
language arts lesson. Anne is incorporating a book, whose main character is an African
American girl. The main character is roughly the same age as Anne’s students. She chose to
incorporate this book because she wanted to teach her students about making informed decisions
on matters that were important to them. She wanted to teach her students how to prepare
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themselves, in order to act upon their decisions. In part, she wanted to teach them through
different lenses, such as social justice.

Importance of Culturally Responsive Curriculum
It is imperative that teachers who are working towards cultural responsiveness also
engage in finding culturally responsive and relevant pedagogy, or materials and curriculum that
resemble African American learners, as this is an important aspect that should be present in all
subject areas (Cunningham, 2001). Through culturally responsive teaching and learning,
educators will be more likely to produce students who “are able to learn and transfer such
learning in various environments” (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011, Pg. 76). The goal is for
students of culturally responsive teachers to be able to view and discuss a multitude of topics and
potentially make plans for change and equity.

Summary
Culturally responsive instruction and pedagogy is about providing an equitable learning
environment for African American students. The goal is to help diminish the opportunity gap
between African American students and their white peers. To make strides in such a task, it is
important to understand that the research on culturally responsive instruction confirms “that if
students do not see themselves in the learning, they become disengaged” (Jones-Goods, 2019,
Pg.4). It is also important that teachers of African American students build meaningful
relationships with their students and their families, as this reiterates that they are part of the
learning community. Educators of African American students have the ability to empower and
motivate their students to achieve academic success and to help them further understand their
educational and social contexts (Cunningham, 2001). This confirms the need for educators to
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create classroom libraries that represent the African American student population and to instill
critical thinking skills in our African American students.

Conclusion
Culturally responsive teaching provides the implementation of critical characteristics to
begin a more equitable way to educate African American students. Through the literature review
the main components spoke on building meaningful relationships with students and learning
about their cultural backgrounds, the importance of teacher self-reflection, incorporating reading
material that demonstrates ties to the African American population, connecting the school lives
and home lives, providing students with clear communication and expecting all students to
achieve success and meet the expectations set forth. By no means are these the only
characteristics of culturally responsive teaching that are important to incorporate into classrooms,
but these characteristics provide a strong starting point for creating equitable learning
environments for African American students.
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Chapter 3: Project Description
Introduction
White females from the middle class are the majority of teachers in U.S. schools
(Burstein & Cabello, 1989; Barnes, 2006; Vavrus, 2008). In spite of their best efforts, these
teachers may not be prepared to provide their African American students with an educational
environment that resonates with their experiences and the culture of the students’ homes and
communities. The differences in cultural backgrounds between these teachers and their African
American students may be a factor contributing to historically low African American student
achievement by comparison to their white peers (Vavrus, 2008; Frye & Vogt, 2010).
African American students and their families need educators to create and implement
curriculum, approaches to teaching, and opportunities for learning that are culturally responsive,
or closely related and relevant to African American students’ cultural backgrounds
(Cunningham, 2001). Culturally responsive teaching is designed to foster critical thinking and a
sense of self-efficacy, so that students might work toward social change in their communities
(Aceves & Orosco, 2014; Wanless & Crawford, 2016). Also important, a culturally responsive
learning environment, is one in which all students feel safe to participate as part of a community
(Cunningham, 2001; Vavrus, 2008; Wanless & Crawford, 2016).
In this chapter the reader will gain an understanding of how to implement culturally
responsive teaching in the classroom. In the components section, there is an explanation of the
setting and background of the project. Following are the means for the project evaluation. This
will demonstrate how the professional development evaluates the earlier objectives from
chapters one and two. Implementation of the project follows and provides background
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information regarding education setting and the participants involved. The chapter wraps up
with a conclusion section.

Project Components
Introduction
The purpose of this project, on culturally responsive teaching, is to develop educators’
insights into any existing biases or prejudices they may unconsciously hold toward African
American students. Furthermore, this project aims to explain and demonstrate the
implementation of culturally responsive teaching and curriculum as a way to bridge the
opportunity gap in the education of African American students and provide them with an
equitable opportunity to succeed. The last goal of this project aims at shifting the attitudes of
educators.
This project will be introduced and piloted at a K-8 charter school in Detroit, Michigan
with educators who teach in the second and third grade. The population in this area is largely
African American and provides significance to the overall meaning of this project. In this
particular context, students are performing below grade level standards and with the
implementation of culturally responsive teaching, their academic success can greatly improve.
The goal of this project, with support from administration and other teachers, is for students to
meet grade level standards and demonstrate academic success.

Professional Development
The first component to this project is to introduce the professional development portion
of culturally responsive teaching. Before this first session of professional development starts,
educators and staff will be asked to complete the Culturally Responsive Teaching Pre/Post
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Survey (Appendix F). By completing this survey, educators will have more of a concrete and
visual aid to help them measure their growth throughout this learning process.
Historical Framework
This portion of this project will provide participants with a historical frame to facilitate
participants’ understanding of what African American students and their families experienced
when trying to obtain an education during the civil rights era. The agenda for this professional
development and the historical background notes are located within Appendix A. The topics and
events listed here can begin to help educators to realize and discuss how African American
students and their families may perceive education today. Discussion topic(s) that may benefit
the learning of the participants during the professional development portion should relate to 1)
how African American teachers used to educate their African American students during the time
of the civil rights and 2) what measures need to be taken so that we can mirror their success in
order to see improved performance. Some ways to promote discussion throughout could be 1)
What was it that these African American teachers did to reach African American students?
Participants' responses are likely to range, but could include topics such as creating a community
with families, incorporating cultural background, and getting to know students on a personal
level. 2) What are we able to change about our school and/or curriculum to help African
American students achieve at higher rates? Participants' responses could include ideas such as
discussing curriculum reform, inviting community members and other prominent guests to
speak, and providing African American students with more culturally appropriate reading
materials that resemble themselves and their culture.
To further their learning and understanding, participants can also view a supplemental
video clip (Appendix B). Within this video, Gloria Ladson-Billings discusses the research she
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has conducted and the importance of culturally responsive teaching methods. Ladson-Billings
discusses three main foci that she deems critical to culturally responsive teaching, 1) student
learning or student achievement - which includes test scores, but also encompasses all
subjects/topics that students are learning, 2) cultural competence - learning and accepting one’s
own culture, but also learning about one or several other cultures and begin an understanding of
those cultures and 3) critical consciousness- when students are able to understand the “why” part
of why something is important to learn and apply real-world applications to this learning.

Teaching Simulation
The second component of this project guides participants through a culturally responsive
teaching simulation. To gain a further understanding of culturally responsive teaching, teachers
and staff will be placed in smaller groups for book clubs. The books of focus for the simulation
are The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African American Children by Gloria
Ladson-Billings and Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain by Zaretta Hammond.
Participants will have the opportunity to read and discuss one of the texts. Each group will be
responsible for reporting out their thoughts and ideas and how those are applicable to their own
classroom environment, curriculum and teaching. It will be an extension of the simulation that
participants read the other text and work through the notes from their colleagues’ presentations
as well as identify more examples of culturally responsive teaching from the book and bring
these thoughts and ideas for implementation of a lesson within their own classroom.
Before participants are released to prepare for the application portion of the project,
educators will view video representations (Appendix C) of what could be examples of culturally
responsive teaching or what could be non examples of culturally responsive teaching. The video
titled Culturally Responsive Teaching and Learning focuses on the following topics 1) print rich
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environments, 2) adding color to the classroom, 3) classroom seating arrangement that
complements group work, 4) classroom library sorted by topic(s), 5) use of technology, 6)
displaying student work, 7) displaying rules, procedures and protocols, 8) active engagement, 9)
clear and direct communication, and 10) real-world applications to the learning. It will be the
responsibility of the participants to engage in discussions about whether these topics are defined
as culturally responsive teaching or not. It is ideal that participants are able to explain why or
why not when deciding if these aspects define culturally responsive teaching or not. As part of
Appendix C, there are more detailed notes about which characteristics are culturally responsive
teaching and which are not aspects of culturally responsive teaching.
Read-Aloud Application
The third component of this project asks participants to plan and implement a culturally
responsive teaching application with the students in their classrooms. This application will allow
educators to practice what they learned from the professional development and the teaching
simulation and apply these learnings within their curriculum and instructional practices. At the
conclusion of their applicational lesson teachers will self-reflect on their strengths and areas of
need to determine how to adjust their lessons with culturally responsive teaching in mind.
Teachers will also have the opportunity to meet with other teachers to discuss their lessons and
offer feedback and suggestions as to how their lessons could be enhanced.
It is important for the following objectives to be implemented within a participant's
read-aloud lesson. Participants should have incorporation of a well versed classroom library.
The student population should be represented throughout the reading material of the classroom
library. Furthermore students should be able to share similar experiences with the characters in
these texts. Students and their teacher should demonstrate care and respect for one another,
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essentially creating a classroom community. Everyone within the community is valued for who
they are and what they have to say. Although these few aspects are not directly related to the
application lesson, they are important characteristics of culturally responsive teaching and
learning that need to be visible.
In regards to the application read-aloud lesson, it is important there are aspects of the
following. The text chosen for the read-aloud should represent the student population, in this
instance, African American students and culture. Teachers should make sure that the experiences
and/or problems that the characters in the text encounter are similar to the ones their students
may face or may have already experienced. This will allow students to use their prior
knowledge, which is an important aspect of culturally responsive teaching, to build upon with
their new learning. Furthermore, it is important to have extensions to culturally responsive
lessons in the form of critical thinking and real world application. Are students able to work
toward change within their community or school community? Are students able to view an issue
through multiple lenses? These are some of the goals of culturally responsive teaching that we
want to instill within our African American students. However, it is also important to bring
learning to the students, such as through visits from community members and family members of
the students. These are meaningful ways to include and value the cultural backgrounds of
students and make for a meaningful extension of the lesson.
Appendix D provides a checklist and reflection guide for the read-aloud lesson. As a part
of culturally responsive teaching and creating culturally responsive curriculum or implementing
the already existing curriculum, there are African American book suggestions listed in Appendix
E.
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Project Evaluation
To gain the title of a culturally responsive teacher, there are a few concepts to consider. It
is important for educators to self-reflect on their teaching practices and daily interactions with
students. It is also important for educators to be aware of any biases they may hold and work on
how they react towards these biases. With respect to this objective, it will be evaluated using the
Culturally Responsive Teaching Application/Checklist (Appendix D). Equally important,
educators need to build and maintain positive relationships with their students. These
relationships offer educators an opportunity to get to know their students and their cultural
backgrounds and in turn this information can be implemented into the daily lessons. The
Culturally Responsive Teaching Pre/Post Survey (Appendix F) can begin to help educators learn
about some of the biases they may hold, culturally or about their own teaching, which can
negatively impact the instruction of African American students. Through completion of this
sample read-aloud lesson, the incorporation of culturally responsive reading material should be
incorporated. This application of incorporating texts that represent the African American culture
and community enhances the education of these students. With respect to this objective, the
African American Book Suggestions (Appendix E) offers educators a starting point. Also
providing evaluation of this objective is The Culturally Responsive Read-Aloud Sample Lesson
Plan (Appendix I). Furthermore, it is also important to evaluate the impact that culturally
responsive teaching has on African American students. As educators are implementing
culturally responsive practices, it is important to know where their students are academically, in
regards to their reading. The Student Comprehension and Reading Interest Log (Appendix G)
can be used to assist in tracking a student’s comprehension and interest when comparing a
culturally familiar text and a culturally unfamiliar reading text.
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The steps to implementing culturally responsive teaching into elementary school
classrooms will take some time before all the components are mastered. There are many aspects
of culturally responsive teaching and instruction and the implementation of these aspects will
come with the need for revision as the process evolves. Culturally responsive teaching has the
potential to positively impact our African American students. It is possible to see increased
reading comprehension with culturally familiar reading texts, increased interest in reading and
learning overall, and an increase in self-efficacy. It is important to monitor students in these
areas of their education compared to the implementation of culturally responsive teaching.
Monitoring students, with how their interest in reading will be impacted, in regards to providing
them with a classroom library with reading materials that display characters and topics that they
can relate to, will be a good indicator of the positive impacts of culturally responsive instruction
and curriculum.
It is also important to monitor students’ comprehension from the beginning of
implementing culturally responsive instruction. Monitoring their comprehension scores can
determine how culturally responsive teaching and curriculum are impacting their learning. As
previously mentioned, teachers play an important role when it comes to creating a culturally
responsive learning environment. Providing educators with the time and space for self-reflection
is crucial, as discussed throughout the project. The attitudes and beliefs that teachers possess
cannot afford to influence the education of students. To extend the concept of self-reflection,
having a trusted colleague observe lessons that implement culturally responsive teaching and
instruction would provide another perspective from which to understand the concept of culturally
responsive teaching and about one’s own strengths and weaknesses to better improve and
enhance the learning of African American students.
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Educators will be able to monitor and identify the impact of culturally responsive
teaching and learning by observing students over the course of a school year within their reading
instruction. By implementing this project within classrooms, African American students will
benefit from being able to closely relate to the reading materials provided in the classroom. It is
the goal that students will increase their interest in reading and increase their comprehension,
when reading a culturally familiar text. Students will gain the confidence needed due to being
exposed to culturally familiar materials that they are able to relate to and that display characters
that represent their cultural backgrounds.

Project Implementation
This project will be presented to teachers, staff and administration at a K-8 charter school
in southeast Michigan. This school has medium sized teaching teams with three to four
classroom teachers for each grade level, who work with several paraprofessionals or academic
interventionists, depending on the needs of the students within those grade levels. In order for
the teachers, staff and administration to implement the theoretical frame presented, they will
need to devote professional development sessions to discussing, learning and implementing
culturally responsive teaching and curriculum practices. It is best to acquire an instructional
coach who has meaningful experience and background, within both studying and implementing
culturally responsive teaching methods and curriculum to assist with the implementation of this
project. It is understood that this presenter’s main job will be to educate teachers, school staff
and administration on the importance of culturally responsive teaching and learning, as well as,
observing the implementation of these practices throughout the professional development
practices. The presenter and instructional coach will be working with teachers, staff and
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administrators to fully implement culturally responsive teaching and learning within the
classrooms.
The implementation of this project will begin with second and third grade teachers. The
presenter, along with the instructional coach, will deliver the professional development, in full, to
roughly nine teachers. These educators will be the first in the school to implement culturally
responsive practices with our students. Through weekly lessons, observations and modifications,
the presenter and instructional coach will offer immediate feedback that is specific to each
educator’s progress in the development of culturally responsive teaching within their classroom.

Project Conclusions
Implementing this framework, a qualified presenter and coach of culturally responsive
teaching within an urban elementary school, will implement a reflective and supportive
environment for continual professional development. These guides will be supporting teachers,
staff and administrators in implementing culturally responsive teaching and learning methods.
These implementations will ultimately improve the opportunity gap for African American
students in regards to their white peers. Although culturally responsive teaching remains a
newer and critical topic in today’s education system, the importance of implementing culturally
responsive teaching is in high demand as educators and schools work to diminish the high rates
of dropouts, suspensions and expulsions that African American students experience (Frye &
Vogt, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2000). Through providing African American students with a
culturally responsive learning environment that provides culturally relevant reading materials,
cultivating critical thinking skills, discussions on real-world relatable and debatable topics it is
possible for African American students to be provided with an equitable education in which they
experience academic success.
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Agenda for Culturally Responsive Teacher Development: A Historical Overview (Session 1)
Experiences
Before Meeting:
● Pre-assess: Participants will share their knowledge and familiarity with culturally
responsive teaching through the pre-post assessment document (Appendix F).
During Meeting: Participants will discuss the historical content of African American History in
regards to education. The following topics play an important role.
1) 1861 -African Americans are still enslaved
a) Emancipation proclamation has not yet been signed
b) Illegal for African Americans (Slaves) to read and write
2) Samuel Chapman Armstrong
a) Critiqued curriculum of African American schools
b) Determined that African American students do not need math and science
instruction
i) Says they do not have the mental capacity to retain the information
ii)
Replaced math and science instruction with life skills instruction
iii) Supporters of Armstrong produced curriculum for African American
schools which portrayed African Americans in unfavorable ways with
inaccurate information
3) 1986- Plessy V. Ferguson
a) Constitutional to be separate but equal
i) Different facilities and schools for Blacks and Whites
**Culturally Responsive Teaching was present. African American schools had high attendance,
students were able to move quickly through the curriculum, teachers and families had
meaningful and strong relationships**
4) 1954 – Brown V. Board of Education
a) It was no longer legal for Black and Whites to receive separate education
5) 1964- Civil Rights Act
a) Civil rights era introduced ways to restructure how to implement culturally
responsive teaching
6) 1970’s School Desegregation within northern cities of the United States
Created by Emily Bazini, 2022
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7) 1980’s-1990’s - Culturally Responsive Teaching begins initial implementation since the
Civil Rights Movement
* Elicit participants’ thoughts and feelings about these topics. Allow for open, meaningful and
mindful discussion*
After Meeting:
● Post- assess: Participants will share their knowledge and familiarity with culturally
responsive teaching through the pre-post assessment document (Appendix F).
● Teacher self-reflection
Looking Ahead:
● Before session 2, browse through the article(s) and videos provided through edutopia

Created by Emily Bazini, 2022
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Appendix B
Culturally Responsive Teaching Simulation
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Agenda for Culturally Responsive Teaching Simulation - (Session 2)
Experiences
Before Meeting:
● Participants will self-reflect, individually or within small groups, about their learning
experiences from session 1.
● Participants will self-reflect, individually or within small groups, about their learning
from the edutopia article(s) and videos from session 1 extension.
During Meeting:
● Participants will view the video, linked below, to gain a better understanding of the main
foci of culturally responsive teaching, from a researcher and practitioner.
1)

Gloria Ladson-Billings - Successful Teachers of African American Children
Speaker (Gloria Ladson-Billings):
I’m Gloria Ladson-Billings, the Kellner family distinguished chair of urban
education at the University of Wisconsin Madison. My passion has been discovering
teachers who are able to be successful, especially in situations and events where others
may doubt that these teachers will be successful. My specific work has focused on these
teachers who are successful teachers who work with African American students.
My studies began in 1989, with a group of eight successful teachers who worked
against the odds and who worked with a lack of resources, who were able to produce
amazing results with the education of African American students. I began calling this
work by the name of culturally relevant pedagogy. What I was able to define from
working with this group of students is their focus on the following: The first focus,
student learning - what is now thought of as academic achievement - which includes test
scores but also incorporates all subjects that students learn. The second focus that these
teachers incorporate is what I call cultural competence - not learning about the do’s and
don'ts of specific cultures but being able to fully accept their own culture as well as being
able to show understanding of at least one other culture. The third focus that these
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teachers incorporate is the “so what” factor. Incorporating critical consciousness. We
teach our students lots of things, but students often want to know why they are learning
about something. “What is this important for?” “When will I need this?” The aspect of
critical consciousness is designed to help students understand and apply what they are
learning to other, more difficult learning tasks. These three aspects, student learning,
cultural competence and critical consciousness provide the base to culturally relevant
pedagogy. Culturally relevant pedagogy is something that I am seeing within classrooms
but also throughout the country and other parts of the world.

● Participants will be placed into small groups to read and discuss the following books
relating to culturally responsive teaching, learning and curriculum.
○ The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African American Children by Gloria
Ladson-Billings
○

Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain by Zaretta Hammond
■ Discussion prompts during discussions:
● How would work within our classrooms?
● Would this help our students achieve higher levels of success?
● Why is it important to incorporate this idea?

After Meeting:
● Self-reflect
Looking Ahead:
● What are the most important aspects of culturally responsive teaching?
● What characteristics should be implemented right away?
● Which characteristics will take more time? Why?
Created by Emily Bazini, 2022
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Appendix C
Culturally Responsive Teaching Simulation Videos Clips
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That's Not #CulturallyResponsiveTeaching
- Speaker: Dr. Rachael Mahmood
Teachers all over are talking about it, but what exactly is culturally responsive teaching?
A simple search of the internet and you will find so many definitions that it can become
overwhelming. For the purposes of this video, we will use the words of Zaretta Hammond, who
is one of the leading researchers in culturally responsive teaching today. Zaretta Hammond
defines culturally responsive teaching as a way of “helping culturally and linguistically diverse
students who have been marginalized in schools build their skill and capacity to do rigorous
work” (Zaretta Hammond). One reason this definition has become so popular for educators is
because it ties research from several different areas, like science, sociology and education
research. Before we continue talking about what culturally responsive teaching includes, let's
talk about what does not count as culturally responsive teaching. Culturally responsive teaching
does not include decorating your classroom with artifacts from other cultures, they may help
build community and help students feel more comfortable, but culturally responsive teaching is
not about what is displayed within our classrooms. Culturally responsive teaching is not about
celebrating cultural holidays or heritage celebrations. They are meaningful activities that can
help affirm the importance of your students, but they are not part of culturally responsive
teaching methods. Culturally responsive teaching is also not about honoring and or learning
about leaders from other cultural backgrounds. This aspect can help in creating a diverse
curriculum for students, but does not meet the standards of culturally responsive teaching.
Lastly, culturally responsive teaching is not used as a behavior intervention, that is used to
motivate students. Culturally responsive teaching is not used to fix students who are
unmotivated to learn, but could unintentionally help to fix some of these problems as it is
implemented.
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Culturally Responsive Teaching and Learning.flv
Video begins with clips of a classroom showing print rich environments, moves to
showing learning centers, displays colorful displays and cultural artifacts, moves to showing how
the classroom can be arranged with desks. Displays multiple libraries with bins clearly labeled
with several different topics, shows students working with technology for their learning and the
use of an elmo overhead projector. Several images of student work being displayed are shown in
the classroom and hallways of the school. Displays of the rules, procedures and protocols on
anchor charts are displayed around the room.
The video moves into a sample language arts lesson within an elementary classroom.
Students are busy with work discussing as the video begins. Teacher uses a call and response to
gain the attention of the students. They are working on making meaning for a new book they
will be reading. The teacher introduces an activity called, action thermometer. She has placed
the following statement on her whiteboard: “Moving homes from place to place would be lots of
fun!” If the students agree with this statement they move to the front of the room. If they
disagree they move to the back of the room. If they are unsure, they can stand in the middle of
the room. Students are actively engaged in the call and responses of the teacher. These calls
signal them that it is time to move or transition.
Once the students have moved to their spot in the room, to show how they agree to the
statement about moving, the teacher introduces think, pair, share. She asks the students to think
about why they moved to a certain area in the room or why they agree or disagree with the
statement that moving homes would be fun. They will then pair off with another student nearby
to share their thoughts and reasoning. Lastly, students will be able to share out as the classroom
teacher will pick sticks as a way to call on students. The video shows several different pairs of
students sharing with their partners. Teacher uses a call and response to gain the attention of the
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students. Students then share their partners’ thoughts as their sticks are pulled. Teacher offers
praise for the students’ hard work with this activity.
The next activity is called “round the room” where the classroom teacher introduces the
vocabulary words of the overall language arts lesson. She says the words out loud and the
students repeat after her. They have five vocabulary words that are part of their lesson. The
students transition into “bottoms up, heads together” to further work on their vocabulary
assignment as small groups at their desks. There are clips of the several groups of students
working and discussing what they think the meanings are. When their time is up, the classroom
teacher plays a musical clip, which tells the students it is time for a dancing brain break before
returning back to their small groups with the vocabulary lesson.
Detailed Notes - Defining Aspects of Culturally Responsive Teaching
1. Print rich environment
● Yes, this displays culturally responsive teaching as it could demonstrate other languages.
2. Colorful
● No, this is not culturally responsive teaching.
● As described in the video clip and the slides shown, the topic of a colorful learning
environment would not be considered culturally responsive. A colorful classroom
doesn’t mean a culturally responsive classroom.
● Only if these materials are incorporated into a lesson could they be considered as a
culturally responsive classroom and instruction.
3. Classroom arrangement that complements group work
● Yes, this displays culturally responsive teaching as part of culturally responsive teaching
relates to having students work collaboratively.
4. Classroom library by topics
● Yes, this can represent culturally responsive teaching, as long as there are books
dedicated to the population(s) of the students within the classroom.
● It was difficult to see if this was the case during this video clip.

Created by Emily Bazini, 2022
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5. Use of Technology
● Yes, this can be considered culturally responsive teaching because it enables students to
research topics that relate to many different topics, such as social studies and social
justice and learning about other cultures.
6. Displays of student work
● No, this is not culturally responsive teaching. Just the display of student work does not
accomplish being culturally responsive.
7. Rules, procedures and protocols
● Yes, viewing these as (high) expectations can be considered an aspect of culturally
responsive teaching.
8. Active Engagement
● Yes, this is culturally responsive teaching. The students were engaged, discussing and
participating within the lesson’s topics.
9. Use clear and direct communication
● Yes, this is culturally responsive teaching. The students in the video understood the
directions, the first time, after their teacher provided a verbal explanation.
10. Opportunity for discussion regarding real life situations
● Yes, this is culturally responsive teaching. Students were able to engage and participate
in topics that are possible life situations for them.

Created by Emily Bazini, 2022
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Appendix D
Culturally Responsive Application Checklist/Reflection
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Culturally Responsive Teaching Application Checklist/Reflection
1) Curriculum and/or books used in the lesson represented the student population
within the classroom? For example, for read-aloud lessons, would the students have
been introduced to characters that looked like them?

Yes

No

a) List the materials that were used for the application lesson below:
•
•
•
•
b) Now that the lesson has been carried out, are there other materials that
would have been more effective?
•
•
•
•
2) Did students participate in discussion relating to real-world topics? For instance, one of
the simulation videos had students talk about if they would enjoy moving and changing
schools.

Yes

No

a) What topic(s) did students discuss together or within a whole group?
•
Created by Emily Bazini, 2022
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b) How does this topic relate to culturally responsive curriculum and instruction?

3) Was the lesson communicated with clear, direct communication? Did the students seem
to understand what was expected of them during the application lesson?

a)

Yes
Please list some of the teacher instructions used below:
•
•
•
•
•
•

No

b) Please list some of the student responses and reactions from the students that
showed they understood or did not understand the teacher communication:
•
•
•
•
4) Now that your application lesson is complete, are there aspects of your lesson that you
see where revisions are needed? For instance, could your lesson have involved a
community member or parent(s) to speak on the topic?

Created by Emily Bazini, 2022
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5) Do you have areas where you feel you need more explanation and support? What are
the areas of culturally responsive teaching where you would be able to offer support to
others?

Created by Emily Bazini, 2022
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Appendix E
African American Book Suggestions
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●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Author: Jacqueline Woodson
Coming On Home Soon
We Had a Picnic This Sunday Past
This Is the Rope
Sweet, Sweet Memory
The Day You Begin
Our Gracie Aunt
Show Way
Visiting Day
Pecan Pie Baby
The Other Side
Brown Girl Dreaming
Each Kindness

Author: Tina Olajide
● Emi’s Curly, Coily, Cotton Candy Hair
● Emi’s Dreamscape
Author: Bell Hooks
● Happy to Be Nappy
● Skin Again

Author: Andrea Beaty
●
●
●

Ada Twist, Scientist
Ada Twist and The Disappearing Dogs
Ada Twist and the Perilous Pants

Author: Natasha Anastasia Tarpley
● I Love My Hair!
● Bippity Bop Barbershop

●
●
●
●
●

Author: Mary Hoffman
Amazing Grace
Grace & Family
Princess Grace
Encore, Grace!
Bravo, Grace!

Author/Illustrator: Mechal Renee Roe
● Cool Cuts
● Happy Hair
● I’m Growing Great
Author and Illustrator: Oge Mora
● Saturday
● Thank you, Omu!
● The Oldest Student: How Mary
Walker Learned To Read
Author: Melanie Goolsby
● ABCs For Girls Like Me
● ABCs for Boys Like Me

Author: Christopher Paul Curtis
● Bud, Not Buddy
● Elijah of Buxton
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Appendix F
Culturally Responsive Teaching Pre/Post Survey
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Culturally Responsive Teaching Professional Development: Pre/Post Survey
Use the following scale to rate your understanding of the following statements and
questions.
0 = never, 3= sometimes, 5= always
1) I am familiar with the term “culturally responsive teaching”
0

1

2

3

4

5

2) My classroom library reflects the current student population
0

1

2

3

5

5

3) I understand the value in making all students feel welcome, regardless of their cultural
background(s)
0

1

2

3

4

5

4) I spend quality time getting to know my students and learn about their interests
0

1

2

3

4

5

5) I implement the interests of my students into the lessons
0

1

2

3

4

5

6) I value family engagement in the teaching and learning process
0

1

2

3

4

5

7) I understand the value of inviting parents and community members to speak on topics
being studied in the classroom
0

1

2

3

4

5

8) I make an effort to attend events in the community where my students and their families
may also be attending/participating
0

1

2

3

4

5
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9) I implement clear and direct communication with my students.
0

1

2

3

4

5

10) I understand the value in incorporating culturally responsive teaching into the
classroom
0

1

2

3

4

5

11) I am aware of any cultural biases I may have towards another culture
0

1

2

3

4

5

12) I understand the value of self-reflection to work through any possible biases
0

1

2

3

4

5

13) I understand the importance of connecting students’ home and school lives
0

1

2

3

4

5

4

5

14) I can name topics that interest my students
0

1

2

3
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Appendix G
Student Comprehension and Reading Interest Log
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Student Comprehension and Reading Interest Log
Student Name:_____________________________
Date:___________________________
Non-Culturally Responsive Reading Task:
How would you rate the student’s comprehension prior to incorporating culturally
responsive reading texts?

Is the student able to provide a complete retelling of the text with a beginning, middle, and
end?

Is the student able to discuss the characters using their names?

Is the student able to talk about the problem and solution of the text?

Does the student relate to the text? Do they offer any text-to-self connections?

Culturally Responsive Reading Task:
When introduced to a culturally familiar reading task how does the student respond? Note
any comments they make about the cover of the book.
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Is there a higher rate of comprehension compared to that of a non-culturally familiar
reading task?

Is the student able to provide a complete retelling of the text? How does it relate to their
retelling of a non-culturally familiar reading task?

Is the student able to discuss the character using their names?

Is the student able to discuss the problem and the solution? Is there any noted difference
with the culturally familiar reading task?

Does the student relate to the text? Do they offer text-to-self connections? How does this
compare to the reading of the non-culturally familiar reading task?
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Appendix H
Lesson Plan Template
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Read-Aloud Lesson Plan Template for Culturally Responsive Teaching
1) Title of text:
a. Author
b. Illustrator
2) Objective(s):
·
·
·
3) How will student seating be arranged?
For example:
·

Small groups at desks

·

Reading corner on a rug

4) Where are you, the teacher, while teaching?
For example:
·

Are you circulating the room?

·

Standing at the front of the room?

·

Sitting with children at the reading corner?

5) How are the students expected to respond and participate during the lesson?
For example:
·

Can students speak out freely during the lesson?

·

Should students raise their hand to speak?
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·

Should students write down their questions/thoughts as the lesson takes
place?

6) Prompts:
For example:
·

How do you think (character’s name) felt?

·

Can you relate to this problem?

·

Would you have solved the problem the same way or differently?

7) Extension of lesson:
For example:
·

Is there a community member or parent whose job or trade relates to the main
focus on the topic of your read-aloud?
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Appendix I
Culturally Responsive Read-Aloud Sample Lesson Plan
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Read-Aloud Lesson Plan Template for Culturally Responsive Teaching
1) Title of text: The Day You Begin
a.

Author: Jacqueline Woodson

b.

Illustrator: Rafael Lopez

2) Objective(s):
·

I can show kindness to my classmates.

·

I understand that everyone is important.

·

I will demonstrate respect for my classmates’ cultural backgrounds.

3) How will student seating be arranged?
·

Students will be grouped together at the reading corner rug.

4) Where are you, the teacher, while teaching?
·

Sitting at the front of the group, in the author’s chair.

5) How are the students expected to respond and participate during the lesson?
·

Students should raise their hand to speak during the lesson (there will be set
stopping points for students to engage in discussion).

·

Students are able to write down their questions/thoughts as the lesson takes
place (These thoughts and questions will help to guide the discussion after the
read-aloud).

6) Prompts:
·

How do you think Angelina felt?

·

How do you think Rigoberto felt?
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·

Can you relate to this problem of not being included?

·

Are you a shy person when you see others sharing their interests/life events?

·

Would you have solved the problem the same way or differently?

7) Extension of lesson:
·

Invite students to have a multicultural day to celebrate their backgrounds.
o Allow students to dress in their traditional clothing.
o Allow students to bring in a cultural food item.

·

Write a letter to a classmate about how it makes you feel when your differences
are not valued.
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